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This factsheet gives answers on how climate exacerbates root causes of conflict in Kenya, using an 
impact pathway analysis. Three main impact pathways are identified: 
1. Resource availability and access pathway: Interactions between factors like access to pasture 
and feed resources, poverty and marginalization, and lack of institutions for cooperative resource 
sharing can compound the effects of climate variability, leading to grievances and distrust between 
communities that can then translate into risk of violent conflict; 
2. Livelihood and food insecurity pathway: Due to increasing pressure on available local resources, 
climate-related livelihood and food insecurity can fuel risks of insecurity and violence; 
3. Weak state capacity and resource governance pathway: In regions suffering from the effects of 
drought, weak governance and lack of basic services and security, discontent youth without access to 
education and employment can be at risk of being recruited by non-state armed groups. 
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This publication is part of a factsheet series reporting on the findings of the CGIAR FOCUS Climate 
Security Observatory work in Africa (Kenya, Mali, Nigeria, Senegal, Sudan, Uganda, Zimbabwe). 
The research is centered around 5 questions*:  
How does climate exacerbate root causes of conflict? 
Impact pathways 
Kenya   Mali   Nigeria   Senegal   Sudan   Uganda   Zimbabwe
Econometric analysis 
Kenya   Mali   Nigeria   Senegal   Sudan   Uganda   Zimbabwe
Scopus analysis** 
Where are the climate insecurities hotspots? 
Spatial analysis
Kenya   Mali   Nigeria   Senegal   Sudan   Uganda   Zimbabwe
What is the underlying structure of the climate, conflict, 
and socio-economic system? 
Network analysis
Kenya   Mali   Nigeria   Senegal   Sudan   Uganda   Zimbabwe
Are climate and security policies coherent and integrated? 
Policy coherence analysis
Are policy makers aware of the climate security nexus?
Social media analysis
Kenya   Mali   Nigeria   Senegal   Sudan   Uganda   Zimbabwe
Click on the links above to view the other Factsheets 
* Questions 1, 2, 3, 5 are analyzed at country level through a Climate Risk Lens (impact pathways, economic, spatial, network and social 
media analyses). The policy coherence and scopus analyses are at continental level.
**Scopus is one of the largest curated abstract and citation databases, with a wide global and regional coverage of scientific journals, 
conference proceedings, and books. We used Scopus data for analyzing: (1) how global climate research addresses the dynamics 
between climate, socio-economic factors, and conflict, and (2) how the countries studied are represented in the database. 
© 2021 CGIAR FOCUS Climate Security. 
This is an open-access document distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which 
permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source 
are credited. 
The views expressed in this document cannot be taken to reflect the official position of the CGIAR or its donor agen-
cies. The designations employed and the presentation of material in this report do not imply the expression of any 
opinion on the part of CGIAR concerning the legal status of any country, territory, area, city or area or of its authorities, 
or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. The views expressed in this document cannot be taken 
to reflect the official position of the CGIAR or its donor agencies.
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PATHWAY#1:  
Resource availability and access pathway
Climate impacts through rainfall variability and occurrence of prolonged droughts can 
adversely impact livestock, threatening pastoral livelihoods. This can result in migration to 
shared water sources that then increases chances of proximity and interaction between 
pastoral communities. Interactions between factors like access to pasture and feed resources, 
poverty and marginalization, and lack of effective institutions for cooperative resource sharing 
can compound effects of climate variability, leading to grievances and distrust between 
communities, which can then inform conflict risks.
PATHWAY#2:  
Livelihood and food insecurity pathway 
Livelihood insecurity in rural areas can drive internal migration to urban areas, brought on by 
impact of climate variability and drought on agricultural production. The presence of migrants 
can put pressure on urban infrastructure, and the resulting interaction between food insecurity 
and poverty can amplify human insecurities in urban areas. Moreover, the presence of refugees 
from Somalia and other countries in camps of northeastern Kenya, along with devastating 
effects of drought and food insecurity in the region, can spur tensions between the host 
community and refugees due to increasing pressure on available local resources. Livelihood 
and food insecurity can also act as major amplifiers of conflict risks in flood-prone areas around 
the bigger Lake Victoria Basin in western Kenya, with consequences like devastating ecological 
footprint for the wetlands, and risks of human-human and human-wildlife conflicts.
PATHWAY#3:  
Weak state capacity and resource governance pathway  
With poor indicators of public health, education, and employment, northeastern Kenya has also 
been a base of Al-Shabaab’s activities. Inadequate capacity of the state to address vulnerabilities 
of this marginalized region can further provide Al-Shabaab with a fertile ground to recruit 
discontent youth with lack of access to education and employment. Further, extraction of 
resources like oil in northwestern Kenya can exacerbate already existing climate vulnerabilities 
and conflict risks between local communities and the oil company, as expectations around 
employment and development remain largely unmet in a region already suffering from effects 
of drought, weak governance and lack of access to basic services and security.
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1. OBJECTIVE AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
The Impact Pathway Analysis (IPA) aims to identify, describe, and represent the complex and non-
linear interactions between climate, conflict, and existing vulnerabilities and risks with a special focus 
on food, land, and water systems. In particular, the IPA intends to address the following questions: 
• What are the potential climate security pathways through which climate may act as a threat 
multiplier? 
• Which specific vulnerabilities and risks, that are at the heart of insecurity and conflict, may be 
exacerbated by the climate crisis? 
• How can dimensions such as natural resources, livelihoods, mobility, governance and food, land, and 
water systems, inform climate security pathways in specific contexts?
2. METHODS AND DATA 
The IPA follows a systematic literature search and review to find, collate, analyze and synthesize insights 
from relevant knowledge products, including reports, policy briefs, fact sheets from grey literature, 
as well as books, journal articles, and other sources of documented evidence in academic literature 
and public media. The construction of a narrative is then followed by consultation with a designated 
set of experts and stakeholders through interviews and written feedback to gather evaluation and 
incorporate suggested revisions. 
3. RESULTS 
3.1 Climate exposure and impacts 
As a country with high exposure to ecological threats, Kenya faces serious risks of droughts and food 
insecurity (Institute for Economics & Peace 2020). It is identified as highly vulnerable to adverse climate 
impacts, especially for sectors like agriculture, health, and human habitat (University of Notre Dame 
2019). With an economy heavily dependent on rainfed agriculture, employing more than 70 percent 
of rural population (FAO 2021), climatic stressors such as rising temperatures, rainfall variability and 
increasing frequency and intensity of droughts and floods have caused huge losses and damage to 
crops and livestock, with serious consequences for human lives and security (Government of Kenya 
2015; USAID 2018). For example, the severe La Niña droughts of 1999-2000 reportedly affected food 
security for millions of Kenyans, while rising temperatures have resulted in wider spread of diseases 
like malaria (Government of Kenya 2010). While low-lying coastal plains and wetlands remain at risk 
from saltwater intrusion and storm surges due to sea level rise, other areas in the country face water 
stress as glacial loss on Mt. Kenya and inland flooding are contributing to diminished availability and 
quality of water for agricultural, energy, and domestic use (USAID 2018).
3.2 Socio-economic and political insecurity  
Despite being one of the fastest growing economies in Sub-Saharan Africa with a devolved governance 
system, Kenya continues to face challenges related to poverty, inequality, weak investments, 
corruption, as well as internal and external shocks (World Bank 2021). Economic disruptions due to 
COVID-19, along with pressure on health care infrastructure, have exacerbated these challenges. 
With a major portion of the population living in poverty, and a widening gap between the rich and 
poor, more than two-third of families in Kenya experience vulnerabilities due to food insecurity, poor 
nutrition, and health outcomes (USAID 2021).  
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In comparison to most of its neighboring countries with violent histories of civil conflicts, Kenya has 
experienced prolonged civil peace. Except for brief periods of violence, after independence, Kenya’s 
history has been relatively free of insurgent movements. But despite the lack of large-scale civil wars, 
there have been incidences of interethnic conflicts and state repression. Ethnic violence and clashes 
have been found to be associated with occurrence of elections, especially documented for election 
years 1992, 1997, and 2007 (Theisen 2012). 
3.3 Climate security pathways 
Adopting a climate security lens can help illuminate emergent pathways representing mechanisms 
through which climate impacts may interact with socio-economic, ecological, and political dimensions 
to potentially inform risks of insecurity, conflict, and violence (Figure 1). While such pathways can be 
mainly observed as unfolding in northwestern, western, and northeastern Kenya, there can be knock-
on effects on other pockets of the country as well. 
PATHWAY #1: Resource availability and access pathway 
Climate-induced scarcity of land and water in the arid and semi-arid lands (ASALs), comprising 85 
percent of land area in the country, with pastoralism as the main livelihood (Government of Kenya 
2015), has been argued to be connected with small-scale violent conflicts. Prominent examples 
include violence between groups such as Samburu and Pokot, and Turkana and Pokot, (Greiner 2012; 
Ide et al. 2014), with possible spillover effects across administrative boundaries. Direct and indirect 
effects of climate variability can play a key role here, interacting with existing socio-economic and 
political factors to influence risk of violence. The “spiral of violence” between Turkana and Pokot for 
instance, can be connected to grievances fed by experiences of marginalization and insecurities, and 
exacerbated by drought, heat stress, diseases, and hunger affecting the livestock, which could even 
lead to their death (Scheffran et al. 2014; USAID 2018; Siedenburg 2021). Livestock deaths are both 
economically and culturally devastating for pastoralists, who might move in search of water, pasture, 
and market access to avoid losing their livestock, and come into conflict with other communities 
seeking the same resources (Siedenburg 2021).  
Increasing frequency of droughts can not only affect livestock health, but also threaten pastoral 
livelihoods by allowing pastoralists less time to recover from livestock losses (Schilling et al. 2014). 
Contested access to scarce resources like water, pasture, and livestock, along with the availability 
of small arms can shape risks of insecurity and violence in the region, manifesting in the form of 
livestock raids carried out by male youth (Scheffran et al. 2014). For instance, in a study on Turkana 
County, Ember et al. (2012) find that the intensity of livestock violence is associated with periods of less 
than normal rainfall. The reasoning for this can be framed around desperation of groups for survival in 
situations of scarcity where access to resources cannot be arranged peacefully.  
However, research has found that drier periods in the drylands could also potentially reduce the risk 
of conflict and increase the possibility of cooperation, making violent incidents like livestock raiding 
much less likely (Witsenburg and Adano 2009). This has been attributed to concerns around survival 
during harsher conditions, decline in economic value of livestock, and the realization that “fighting 
during a drought is suicidal’’ (Eaton 2008), making times of hardship during drought-induced scarcity 
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relatively peaceful. On the other hand, there is strong evidence for the time following wetter years 
to be less safe than the drier years (Theisen 2012), fueling opportunistic behavior as more time and 
effort can be given to strategically plan raids (Seter 2016). Hence rather than scarcity, conditions of 
abundance, including periods with more abundant vegetation, seem to be associated with risk of 
violence through higher incidence of livestock raiding (Meier et al. 2007; Witsenburg and Adano 
2009). Further, little support has been found that scarcity in itself and in election years would lead to 
violence (Theisen 2012). 
This is not to say that resource scarcity or abundance would by themselves inevitably lead to conflict, 
but to understand that under certain conditions, the availability and access to water, pasture and 
crop yields due to unreliable rainfall may inform risks of conflict among pastoral groups who depend 
on these resources for their livelihood security. For example, empirical evidence from community 
conservancies in Laikipia and Samburu counties of northern Kenya reveal the influence of climate 
impacts on conditions of resource scarcity and competition, which can then heighten insecurity and 
conflict risks. But the extent to which climate may act as a risk multiplier in this context, and at what 
point competition over critical resources may catapult towards violent conflict risks, depend on the 
question of “how resources are managed in times of scarcity” as well as the adaptive capacity of 
communities (Campbell et al. 2009). 
 
To break this spiral of violence, mitigating factors may include improvements in governance and 
policy, provisions of food/fodder subsidies and veterinarian services, as well as efforts to conduct peace 
meetings (Scheffran et al. 2014). Such conflict-sensitive institutional arrangements are considered 
critical for fostering cooperation and peace (Adano et al. 2012). Nevertheless, community-based 
conservation efforts, involving rural communities as participants and beneficiaries, and intended to 
ameliorate existing conflict outcomes, can actually inform risks of further conflict over communal 
resources. In the drought-prone East Pokot, along with neighboring counties of Samburu, Turkana, 
Laikipia and Baringo, violence associated with livestock raids, and facilitated by the proliferation of 
small arms and weapons since the 1980s (Mkutu 2008), is increasingly becoming embedded in political 
conflicts over control of land, infrastructure and territorial rights along ethnic lines and administrative 
boundaries (Schlee 2010; Greiner 2012). This can be further connected with effects of interventions in 
existing land use and tenure systems, such as the establishment of conservancies on group ranches 
that can limit pastoral mobility and alienate groups from claims over lands, especially if they fail to 
consider regional communal dynamics related to past and ongoing struggles over access and use of 
common pool resources (Greiner 2012).   
  
PATHWAY #2: Livelihood and food insecurity pathway  
The presence of refugees from Somalia and other African countries in Dadaab camps, located in 
Garissa County of northeastern Kenya, has been identified as a factor stressing local resources within 
the region (Kumssa and Jones 2014). While a major share of refugees in these camps are reported 
to be fleeing political instability and violence in Somalia, over the years, their continued influx in this 
area close to the Kenya-Somali border can also be understood in the context of environmental and 
socio-economic effects of drought and famine in the region. Shorter-term humanitarian aid provided 
by international agencies and other NGOs turn out to be inadequate for sustaining the refugees who 
are in need of longer-term development support. With a growing refugee population in and around 
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the camps, there are concerns around reduced economic opportunities, along with human security 
challenges including sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) faced by women refugees owing to 
the dearth of proper shelter and having to walk long distances to collect firewood. Climatic stressors 
like inadequate rainfall in this drought-prone region can compound risks of insecurity, mainly related 
to food and livelihood for both refugees and the host community, pushing them towards activities 
like cutting trees. In the absence of adequate government policy and capacity-building programs 
addressing this pressure on local resources, such a situation can in turn exacerbate environmental 
degradation, and fuel tensions between the host community and refugees, as they continue to 
experience livelihood related precarities and challenges (Kumssa et al. 2014).  
Livelihood and food insecurity act as major drivers of conflict risks in other parts of the country as well. 
In western Kenya, the Nyando river basin, comprising the Kano floodplains and the Nyando Wetland, 
part of the bigger Lake Victoria Basin, represents a fragile ecosystem, with the land use divided 
between crop production and livestock rearing as dominant livelihoods. According to official statistics 
of the Kenya government, over 70 percent of the population in this wetland region, which faces 
increasing risk of flooding, live below poverty level (UNDP 2009). Weak socio-economic and health 
indicators, together with a growing youth population in the area, can explain the heavy dependence 
of local people on its dwindling natural resource base for subsistence, resulting in overexploitation 
and environmental degradation (Raburu et al. 2012). Additionally, the combined effects of variability 
in rainfall and river discharge, resulting in frequent floods (Kitheka et al. 2021), along with poor 
infrastructure and lack of access to basic services can compound risks of livelihood and food insecurity, 
which in turn can have devastating ecological footprint for the wetlands. Further, shifting of rivers and 
water levels in the region can be linked to risks of human-human and human-wildlife conflicts. This 
can take multiple forms, including boundary disputes between communities like the Nyakach and 
Kano communities, as well as displacement of wildlife such as the hippopotamus due to destruction 
of papyrus swamps. Another type of risk can be seen emerging in this context, when resource use 
by local people such as excessive water use, papyrus harvesting, sand harvesting, or immature fish 
harvesting, come into conflict with conservation efforts (Masese et al. 2012).
 
Kenya’s post-independence period has been characterized by policies protecting industry at the 
expense of the agricultural sector, which has been relatively neglected and penalized, thereby 
accounting for high rural poverty levels, limited diversification of agriculture, poor rural infrastructure, 
and gaping inequalities between rural and urban areas (Alila and Atieno 2006). This can then act as 
a push for internal migration from rural to urban areas, largely driven by livelihood insecurity in rural 
areas, increasingly linked with impact of climate variability on agricultural production, food insecurity 
and lack of alternative livelihood options. The presence of migrants in urban areas can put pressure 
on urban infrastructure, leading to overcrowded living conditions in slums, and the resultant precarity 
and competition for jobs, together with lack of access to public goods, can then fuel ethnic and cultural 
tensions between urban residents and migrants (Spilker et al. 2020). It is worthwhile to note here 
the gendered dynamics of rural-urban migration, with men migrating to urban areas for alternative 
livelihood sources, leaving women in rural areas with added burden of agricultural and household 
work, along with the expectation of adhering to climate-sensitive gender roles in providing food for 
households, can make existing structural inequalities more deeply entrenched, for instance, through 
denial of land rights and barriers in access to land for women (see Etale and Simatele 2021). Interaction 
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of gender inequality with climate variability and other factors can thus make women differentially 
vulnerable to food insecurity and risks of violence, including gender-based violence at home, even as 
they play a key role in climate adaptation efforts. 
PATHWAY #3: Weak state capacity and resource governance pathway 
Recently in northeastern Kenya, a region affected by drought and resource stress, there have been 
repeated incidents of violence on schools and teachers by Al-Shabaab, the Somalia-based militant 
group opposing the Somali government. In retaliation against Kenya’s military deployment in 2011 to 
fight their insurgency in Somalia, Al-Shabaab’s activities in Kenya have mainly focused on northeastern 
counties like Mandera, Wajir and Garissa, in addition to attacks in the capital Nairobi and a military 
airstrip in Lamu County. One of the most marginalized and underdeveloped parts of Kenya, there are 
glaring regional inequalities between the north-east and the rest of the country, captured by poor 
indicators of public health, education, and employment. These inequalities are deeply entrenched in 
the socio-economic fabric of north-east, with their roots in policies developed during the colonial era 
that largely neglected this Muslim-majority region. Insecurity risks in this part have continued to persist 
even after Kenya’s devolution, which aimed to provide greater autonomy to the county governments 
by distributing power and resources from Nairobi to other parts of the country (The World Bank 2019). 
By mobilizing grievances related to persisting inequalities and sense of marginalization in the region, 
Al-Shabaab’s violent activities in the north-east have forced the Kenyan government to withdraw 
all non-local teachers from the affected counties, resulting in what is being known as an “education 
crisis.” Effects of climate variability in this drought-prone region can exacerbate the ongoing crisis, 
with dire implications for security risks in the region, including livelihood and food insecurity, as it 
can then provide Al-Shabaab with a fertile ground to recruit discontent youth with lack of access to 
education and employment (International Crisis Group 2020).    
  
Moreover, extractive activities like oil exploration with the discovery of reserves in northwestern Kenya, 
mainly in Turkana and surrounding areas, can amplify already existing climate vulnerabilities and 
conflict risks (Schilling et al. 2015). Oil extraction in the region has been justified by the government as 
contributing to economic growth, facilitated by marriage of interests between local elites and external 
investors. But this process can have detrimental consequences for the environment and people of this 
region, through pollution of land and water, dumping of toxic wastes, disruption of pastoral migration 
routes, as well as marginalization and displacement of local populations (Mkutu and Mdee 2020). This 
can in turn feed a downward “spiral of violence” and vulnerability, aggravating existing climate-related 
conflict dynamics between the Turkana and Pokot communities in this ASAL area harshly impacted 
by rainfall variability and frequent droughts (Scheffran et al. 2014). This can further amplify risks of 
conflict between local communities and the oil company, as expectations around employment and 
development remain largely unmet in a region already suffering from weak governance and lack of 
access to basic services and security (Schilling et al. 2015). Adequate resource governance efforts, 
including institutional mechanisms for land use and rights, sharing of oil revenues among different 
stakeholders, as well as non-violent interactions between local communities, oil company and the 
government would be needed to address and mitigate this vicious cycle of climate-resource-conflict 
nexus (Schilling et al. 2015). 
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